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REPORT TO THE CONGRESS

BY THE COMPTROLLER GENERAL
OF THE UNITED STATES  [ihipymppnn

Lm1gogs7

Special Travel Benefits For

Federal Employees In Hawaii,
Alaska, And Similar Areas

Outside The Continental U.S.
Should Be Changed

General Services Administration- —

Some Federal employees and theis families in
States, territories and possessions outside the
continental U.S. receive peiiodic Government-
paid 1rips back to their former residences.
Because of changed condi tons and reguure-
ments since the travel law w~as cnacted ovel
20 years ago, the special benefits are oftea no
longer appropriate.

Federal agmin;stratars are precluded, by taw,
from termuating or adjusting the benefit
under the program. Accordingly, the law
should be changed to ~llow the payment: 10
he made only where needed for rezruitimert
and ieteni!on purposes.

FPCD-76-65 MARCH 2,1877
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COMPTROLLER GENERAL OF THE UNITED STATES
WASHINGTON, D C. 20348

B-122796

To the President of the Sena“e and the
Speaker of the House of Representatives

~This report discusses the need to change the policy of
providing reemployment travel benefits to certain Federal

" employees serving in Alaska, Hawaii, and other nonforeign

areas outside the continental United States. Conditions
in the nonforeign areas where most Federal employees are
located have changed considerawliy over the years, but the

“authorizing legislation has not been updated.

We made our review pursuant to the Budget anduﬁccounting

Act, 1921 (31 U.S.C. 53}, and the Accounting and Auditing Act

of 1950 (31 U.5.C. 67).

We are sending copies of this report to the Director,
Oftfice of Management and Budget; the Executive Directot,
Civil Service Commission; and the Administrator, General Serv-
ices Administration.

ﬂ/?/ﬂf¢4‘(1

ACTING Comptroller General
of the United States



COMPTROLLER GENERAL'S SPECIAL TRAVEL BENEFITS FOR FEDERAL
REPORT TO THt CONGRESS EMPLOYELS IN HAWAII, ALASKA, AND
SIMILAR AREAS QUTSIDE THE CONTINENTAL
U.S. Sa0ULD BE CHANGED
General Services Administration

when some Federal employees in duty posts
in States, territories and possessions out-
siae the continental U.S. take leave be-
tween tours of duty to visit their former
residenc .. the Government pays round trip
travel a.Z transportation expenses for them
and their immediate families.

In most cases, these benefits are no longer
appropriate, and GAQO recommends that the
Congress change the policy governing their
payment.

The law authorizing the travel benefits was
enacted in 1954--when Alaska and Hawaii were
territories~-to provide a recruiting incen-
tive to persons in the continental U.S. to
accept Federal employment ipn such areas.
Since then the cost of providing the bene-
fits has grown to several million dollars
annually.

Conditions in the areas where most Federal
enployees are located have changed consider-
ably since 1954, but program administrators
are not authorized under the law to terminate
or adjust the benefits.

As a result, Federal agencies continue to
incur round trip travel costs for employees
and their families, although

--changes in population and econorxics have
made many of these duty posts comparable
to urban areas anywhere in the Nation,

--most other employers GAO contacted do not
find it necessary to offer such benefits to
further the recruitment and retznlion of
qualified employees,

--many employees receiving the benefits have
become permanent residents of the areas,
and
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--many employees appear to _be using their
benefits for touring rather than re-
turning to their former residences.
(See pp. 3 to 7.)

Saohetantial savings could be achieved if
Federal administrators were authorized tc
determine when to offer the travel bene-
fits and if more specific criteria were
established for limiting the benefits.

Officials at agencies in Alaska pelieved
the benefits were needed to recruit and
retain qualified personncl for remote duty
stations. They generally agreed that more
flexibility is needed in determining when
to offer reemployment travel benefits, and
that the benetits should not be continued
for employees who become Alaska residents.
The General Services Administration and the
Civil Service Commjission also generally
agreed that changes to the 1954 law are de-~
sirable. (See pp. 7 and B.)

The Congrecss should amend the law to

--authorize Federal administrators, within
guidelines prescribed by the Géneral
Services Administration and the Civil
Service Commission, to cffer reemployment
travel benefits only when they determine
it necessary to further the recruitment
and retention of qualified personnel and

--1limit the number of years thai -mplovees
may continue to receive reemploy.=nt travel
benefits, except for specific instances
{e.g., isoulated or hardship posts! where
there is a demonstrated need to provide
the benefits on a continuing basis.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Public Law 83-737 (5 U.S.C. 57Zo(a}), enacted in 1954,
provides for reemplcyment leave travel benefits to help Fed-
eral agencies recruit and retain employees at nonforeign postis
outcide the continental United States. a/ The law provides
that the Government will pay round trip travel expenses for
emplovees and their immediate famil.es from their posts of
duty outside the cont:inental United States to their places
of actual residence ¢t the time of appointment or transfer
to such pcsts, ia crder to ta2ke leave.

The General Services Administration (GSA) prescribes
implementing regulations for Federal agencies administering
reemployment travel benefits. An employee must have satisfac-
torily completed a tour of duty at an outlying post and be
returning to his rormzr place of residence to take leave before .
reemployment ot the same or some other outlying post, under
a new writter agreement 2ntered into befeore departing from
the nonforeign post. The benefits have not been provided to
emplovees who are recruited locally.

In 19¢6, w> reported to the Congress on the administra-
tion of the reemoloyment traevel -iogram in Alaska and Hawaii.
The report suggested that because of changed conditions, the
program needeg to be revised to comply with congressional in-
tent. Federal officials' inability-to discentinue the bhene-
fits when they were no longer appropriate had resulted in
increczed costs to the Government. Although the agencies
involved generally agreed with our recommendations, the law
was not changed.

We reexamined the reemployment travel program in 1976
to determine what improvements are needed now.

Dur review at 5 agencies in Alaska, with a total of
6,068 employees, showed that 569 of the employees received
reemployment travel benefits during fiscal year 1475 at a
total cost to the Government of $595,850, as shown helow.

a/The law provides sinilar benefics for employees at for-
eign duty posts. We did not include the foreign program
in our review,



i
' Employees Cost of

Total receiving providing
Alaskan emplov- benefits banefits Average
agency ees in FY 1975 in FY 1975 cost
0.S. Air Force
Elmendorf AFB 1,442 67 $ 20,320 $1,199
U.S. Army,
Fort. Richardson 1,627 82 84,597 1,032
Federal Aviation
Administration 1,594 315 312,441 992
Bureau of Land : :
Management 375 63 68,594 1,089
Alaska Area
Native Health
Service 1,030 42 49,898 1,188
Total 6,068 569 §5595,850 $1,047

.These «genties employ about 12 percent of the almost
49,000 employees stationed in nonforeign areas. Statistics
on overall costs are not available. Althouch eligibility
rates, freguency of trips, and transportation costs may vary
among the areas, the total cost of the reemployment travel
program is probably several million cdollars annually.

SCOPE OF REVIEW

This followup review was limited to Alaska and was con-
ducteé primarily at three Federal activities: the Federal
Aviation Administration, the Bureau of Land Management, and
Elmendorf Air Force Base. We also obtained basic progran
data from
Health Service in Anchorage, and from the Army at Fort Rich-
ardson. Besides reviewing pertinent records and documents,

we interviewed agency officials responsible for administering

the Dnhlips Unaleh Covrvuirale Alacka Areca Naotkioun
Lae UL lIC Hea.lThn SeIVICE L Asradska ~llia dvatlve

reemployment travel benefits. We also interviewed representa-

tives of several private employers, the state of Alacka, and
the Municipality of Anchorage.

We examined the legislative history of the r.employrent
travel program and reviewed g=rtinent GSA records pertaining
to the program. We also interviewed GSA headguarters of-
ficials. - -



CHAPTER 2

FLEXIBLE ADMINISTRATIVE AUTHORITY IS NEEDED

TO SEE THAT TRAVEL BENEFITS ARE

PROVIDED ONLY WHEN NECESSARY

The legislative history of the reemployment travel pro-
gram indicates that the benefits were designed for employees
recruited in the continental United States with skills not
available in the nonforeign areas. The benefits were not de-
signad for emnloyees who intended to become permanent resi-
dents of the areas. The legislative history also indicates
that the need for the program in Alaska and Hawril was to be
reevaluated if and when the territories bescame States.

Conditions have changed considerably in some nonforiegn
areas since reemplovment travel benefits were authorized,
and the need for the vrogram has become guestionable in many
situations. But, the authorizing legislation does neot al-
low Federal administrators to adjust the progrem for changed
conditions and reauirements. Federal agencies ~oatinue to
provide reemployment travel benefits even though

--most nonforeign duty posts have become much more de-
sirable places to work and live,

--non-Federal employers generally do not provicde similar
benefits,

--many employees receiving the benefits have become per-
manent residents of the areas, and

--many employees appear to be using thei: reemployment
travel benefits for touring rather than returning to
their original places of tesidence as intended by the
law.

REEMPLOYENT TRAVEL BENEF1TS
ARE DEING PROVIDED UNWECES: "RILY

Conditions in some nonforeign areas have changed con-
siderzbly since reemployment travel benefits were authorized
by the Congress over 20 years ago. 1In both Alasks and Hawail,
where 75 percent of the Federal employees werking in nonfor-
eign posts are located, population and labsr force have in-
creased substantially, as shown below.



Alaska Hawaii
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fopulation Lapor force Population Labor force
1950 128,000 47,000 500,000 185,000
1960 229,000 57,000 642,000 189,000
1970 304,000 93,000 774,000 294,000
1974 337,000 120,000 847,000 333,000

Rapid growth has helped develop urban centers in thnese
nonforeign areas to a point where they are not unlike other
U.5. urban areas. Anchorage, Alaska's largest city and the
home of most of Alaska's Federal employees, has a population
of about 175,000 and offers community services and facilities
comparable to those availaole in other U.S. urban areas.
Similar development has occurred in Honolulu, Hawaii's largest
city.

Because of rapid growth and urbanization, most nonfor-
eign cuty posts have become much more desirable places to
work and live. 5Special penefits, such as reemployment travel,
generally are no longer necessary to recruit and retain cqual-
ified personnel.

Our review in Alaska indicated that Federal agencies are
continuing to cifer reemployment travel benefits to new em-
ployees recruited or transferred from the continental United
States. in inree agencies 3% percent of the employees eli-
gible for reemployment travel had been hired within the last
2 years.

Eligible employees

Eligible  hired in_last 2 years
Agency employees  Number Percent
Federal Aviation Admini-
stration 729 271 38
Bureau of Land Management 213 89 42
U.S. Air Force--Elmendorf
AFB __218 _63 23
Total 1,217 429 35

Interviews withk eight non-Federa. Alaskan employers re-
vealed that most de not provide travel benefites similar to
reemployment travel to employees hired or transferred from
the continental United States. ‘These employers reported that
they generally hire local personnel, but most find it necess-
ary to -ecruit a small percentage (e.g., highly specialized
personnel) from the continental United States.

3
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Four of six private employers contacted in Alaska told
us they are able to recruit and retain qualified personnel
without offering special travel benefits similar to those of-
fered by -.deral agencies. Officials of the 5tate of Alaska
and the M ..cipality of Anchorage said they do not offer
special travel benefits, but neither reported serious problems
in recruiting and retaining qualified personnel. The types of
Alaskan employers we contacted are shown below.

Special reemployment
travel penefits

T;pe of ousiness provided?
011 exploratior and marketing a/Yes
Public utility TOND
Commercial airline No
Communications No
Shipping o b/Yes
Banking . No
State gJovernneat . . . No

- Local government = o No

a/Compzny pays round trip-travel-2xpenses to previous-place
of residence for employee and farily once every 2 years.

b/Company pays the air fare for an annual trip to Seattle for
the employee and family.

Many Federal employees in Alaska con:*inue to receive re-
employment travel henefits althougn they have worked and lived
in Alaska for- a long time. For three agencies reviewed,

54 percent of the employees eligible for reemployment travel
benefits had worked in Alaska over 4 years and about 20
percent had worked in Alaska for over 10 years, as shown
below.

Ewployees Eligible employeess who hav

D

eligible = worked in Alaska for over
for __A_years _ 10 ycars _
Agency benefits No.  Percent No.  Percent
Fed=ral Aviation Ad- B
m:nistration ] 729 375 51.4 85 11,7
Bureau of Land Manage- -
ment 2173 83 39.0 4] 19.2
U.5. Air Force-~
Elmendorf AFS __275 159 72.4 119 43.3
Total 1,217 657 54.0 245 20,1




At one agency, 11.3 percent of the employees eliqgible
for resmployment trzve. benefits had beer working in Alaska
over 20 years. Some »mplcyees who have worked irn Alaska for
as long as 29 vears are still eligible for the round trip
travel ben~fits.

The legislation authorizing reemployment travel and testi-
mony ,:ven before its enactment indicate that the kenefits
were outhorized to allow employees and their dependents to re-
turn periecdically to their former residences. However, many
employees appear to be using reemployment travel for tourinc
rather than f£3- returning to their forme: residences.

The law authorizes emp.oyee travel to the actual re-
sidence at time of assignment to the nunforeign post, and
GSA travel regulatiouns permit travel to an alternete loca-
tion. The ounly restrictions on selection of an alternate
location are: (1) the location selected must be in the
United States, its territories or possessionz, Puerto Rico,
the Cenal Zone, or another country in which the place of
actu.l residence is located, and (2) the amount allowed for
travel and transportation expenses to an alternate location
cannot exceed the amount that would be allowed for travel &«
the place of actual residence.

Although some . employees in Alaska did use their reem-
ployment travel benefits to r=turn to their homes of record.
most us2d the r efits to truvel to other locations. OQur re-
view of reemple. ~nt travel taken by 37 €mployecs during fis-
cal year 1975 shuweu that

--22 percent of the employees went only to their homes
of record,

~-32 percent visited other locations in addition to their
homes of record, and

--46 percent did not visit their homes of record at all.

At cone agency in Alasca, we examined the travel destina-
ticns of 124 employees who had taken one or more reemployment
travel tri.s. Twenty percent had made at least one reemploy-
ment trip to dawaii, although none showed Hawaii as their
home of record. One of these employees had made six reamploy-
ment trips to Bawaii, eve: though his home of record was in
Colorado.

Examples of how some Federal employees in Aleska used
this travel benefit for touring rather than for returning
to their homes of record include the following:
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--An employee who showed Minnesota as his home of record
traveled with his dependents to Hawaii, Washington,
California, Nevada, Wyoming, South Dakota, North

| Dakota, Minnesota, and Montana on one re=mployment

trip.

--An employee who showed Los Angeles as his home of
record traveled to Portland, Oregon; St. Cloud, Minic-
sota: and Frankfurt, Germany, on one reemployment trip.
Two dependents traveled cn separate dates to separate
locatians.

~-An employee who showed Midland, Texas, as his hom: of
record spent 1 day in Midland, but also traveled to
Denver, Dallas, and Las Vegas on one reemployment
trip. Three dependents also traveled und all went to
Tocations other than Midland.

Using the reemployment travel benefits for touring ep-
pears contrary to the intent of the authorizing legislation

‘and demonstrates the need to update the program.

NEED FOFR BENEFITS CONTINUES

'IN CE‘.RTAIN _SITOATIONS ’

Although the reduivod use of- reemployment travel benefits

" no longer seems appropriate, selective use -f the becnefits ap-

pears justified in certain inctances. For example, sever.l
Feceral agencies have personnel assigned to isolated duty sta-
tions in Alaska. Many of these duty stations are hundreds of
miles frem urban arees, are not connected to a highway system,
and are sparsely yopulated. Federal officials responsible for
adminicstering the travel benefits program at the agencies we
visited cmphasized that reemplovment travel benefits are still
needed to recruit and retain qualified personnel for sucn iso-
lated duty stations.

AGENCY COMMENTS

We discussed th: reemployment travel preogram with Federal
officials at five agencies in Rlaska. These officials gene-
rally agreed that the program needed certain revisions, al-
though representatives of one agency opposed any changes be-
cause of the pcssiblz damage to employee mor»le.

Most of the officials agreed that more flexibility in
determining when to provide thz benefits would be helpful and
that the benefits shculd not be provided to employees who are
established residents. All agreed that the benefits are still
needed to recruit and retain qualified personnel for remote
duty stations in Alaska.



Several officials pointed out that although any re-
ductions in these benefits could huct the morale of the
affected employees, continuing the benefits hurts the
mor *le of the many local employees who do¢ not receive them,

Both ZSA and the Civil Service Commission generally
agreed that changes in the law to provide greater flexibil-
ity would be desirable. GSA also suggested that anv revised
legislation should permit GSA to prescribe guidelines for
Federal administrators Lo use in authorizing reemployment
travel benefits, so that agency determinations would be pre-
dicated upon standard, uniform criteria. The Commission
pointed out that such flexibility .s included in the legisla-
tion (5 U.S.C. 5723) authorizing payment of moving and travel
expenses for new Federal employees to their first pos®*s of
duty. Under that faw, moving and travel expenses may pe
paid to new employees only when the Commission determines
there is a shortage of well-gualif.ed applicants for Federal
positions.



CHAPTER 3

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Federal agencies continue to provide reemploywment travel
tenefits at nonforeign duty posts although changed conditions
often make the program qguestionable, since the law does not
provide Federal administrators with the authority to termin-
ate or adjust the benefits. Substantial savings could be
realized by the Government if Federal administrators were
granted authority to offer the benefits only when necessary
to recruit and retain qualified personnel.

Many Federal employees continue to receive the special
travel benefits although they have become established residents
of the nonforeign areas, because the law contains no criteria
for determining when an employee is no longer entitled to the
benefits. Establishing specific criteria for terminating the
benefits could substantially reduce program costs and help lo
see that the program is used only for the purposes intended
by the Congress.

Many Federal employees appear to be using reemploymen:
travel for touring rather than for returning to their formecr
residences. Although such tour travel does not increase costs
to the Jovernment, it underscores the need for updating the
program.

Updating the travel program would result in more consis-
tent, equitable treatment of all Federa! employees. Limiting
the benefits to persons with original resi“ences in the con-
tinental United States appears to be unfeair to natives of the
nonforeign areas, especially when many pe: sons receiving the
benefits have worked in the areas for severl years and, in
effect, nave become permanent residents. Mo-cover, Federal
employees in the continental United States, w. 0o may be employed
at locations far removed from their original residences, do not
receive similar benefits,

RECOMMENDATIONS

We are recommending that the Congress amend Public Law
83~-737 to

~—authorize Federal administrators, within guidelines
prescribed by GSA and the Civil Service Commission, to
offer reemployment travel benefits only when they de-
termine it necessary to further the recruitment and
retention of qualified personnel and

9



| .
l==limit the number of years that employees may continue
to receive reemployment trave. benefits, except for
specific instances (e.g., isol.’ ed cr hardship posts)

where there is a demonstrated need to provide the
benefits on a continuing basis.



APPENDIX I . APPENDIX I

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA /16/;’&‘0

@ ‘.\
GENERAL SERVICES ADMINISTRATION /;o !(}\
WASHINGTON DC 20405 . ":',_, -’“:-t“:'/
e,/

Gas

August 3}, 1976

Honorable Elm:r B. Staats

Comptroller General of the United States
General Accounting Office

Washington, DC 20548

Dear Mr. Staatc:

We have reviawed your proposed draft report to the Congress entitled
“Travel Policy For Federal Employees In Nonforeign Locations Should
Be Chanyed," and are in guneval agreement with your findings and
recommendations.

Under 5 U.5.C. 5707 (a) and Executive Order 11609 dated Jduly 22, 1971,
GSA 1s respensible for prescribing the regulations necess ry to implerent
the trersportation, travel and relocation allowances for the civi®
agencies. Therefore, it 1S recommended that any amendmeni to the
authorizing leadslation be pnrased in such a man 2r as to permit "A to
prescribe guidelines which the Federal adminiscrators can use when
authorizing reemployment travel benefits. We agrce that the agencies
should have the authority to determine when it is necessary to authorize
reemploymant becefits; however, those determinations should be predicated
upon standard and uniform cri‘eria in order to ensure eguitable treatment
of employees of all Federal ~gencies.

In addition, it should be emphasized that these recommendaticns apply
to all nonforeign areas outside of the conterminous Unjted States, and
not just Alaska and Hawaii.

We are pleased to have the opportunity te comment on your draft repoii,
and if we can be of further assistance, please let me know.

Sincerely,

e+t ciﬂﬁi;nn¢’<L-——\

4/ CK LCKERD
dminicstrator

Keep Freedom in Your Future With U 5. Savings Bonds

11



APPENDIX II | APPENDIX II

UNITED STATES CiVIL SERVICE COMMISSION h BV FBASE BOTLR 1O

WASHINGTON. D C 20415
JAN s 077

vO% REFEALNE

Mr. H. L. Kriepzr, Director

Federal Perscanel and Compensatien
Division

United States General Accounting Office

Washington, D.C. 20548

Dear Mr. Krieger:

This responds to your letter of July 22, 1976, requesting the Commissicn's
views on a draft yeport titled "Travel Policy For Federal Employees in
Nonforeign Locations Should Be Cha~ged.”

We are in general agreerent with your recommendation that additicnal
flexibility would be desirable in the statute that autherizes ccemploy-
ment *ravel benefits for employees in ncatoreig. areas. There is ancther
statute (5 U.S.C. 5723) that permits payment of moving and travel experises
to the first post of duty when the Ccmmission makes a tinding of a
shortage of well-qualified an:licants for Federal positions. Perhaps the
flexib.lity could be fashion.d along the lines of section 5723. This
approach would h2lp dssure tiat the authority was issed where warranted to
help £111 Federal positior- in overseas areas.

Ve would however, like to suggest a different approgch to the revies of
the various allowances and benefits applicable to nonforeign areas.

The International Division in September 1674 issued a rather comprehensive
report (5-180403) or allowances and bene.its primarily in foreign areas
but also touching en the situation in nonforeign locatior.. Ore of the
recormendatious in the report was that a comprehensive program of overseas
allowances and benefits was needed to meet the needs ¢f Federal agencies
as well as employees.,

We believe that part of the difficulty in the eftective adm.nistration of
overseas allovances and benefits, both nonforeign and foreiga, stems from
the patch-work approach followed fn enacting -arfous statutes with, in
some instances, the legislation being handled by different Congressional
committees.

THE MERIT SYSTEM—A GOOD INVESTMENT IN GOOD GOVERNMENT

12



APPENDIX 1II APPENDIX II

In our judgment, it 1s importart to assure that whatever overseas bene~

fits or allowances now available or whiech may be needed arc considered

within the framework of an overall program that will be responsive to

apency as well as employee .eeds. We believe that reviews of the nenforeign
area programs should be conducted within such a comprehensive framework
rather than separately addressing various elements such as thz cost of

liviug allowance program or travel policy. We alsy believe thiat such

studies should consider whethe: the differences in allowances and

benefits ttat exist betwerr the nonfoveign .nd foreign areas are in

fact justified.

We appreciate the opportuniry to cosment cn the draft report and hope our
comments are helpful.,

sincerzly yours,
i [ {\ }f"!-K' LY

Robert E. Hampton
Chairman



APPENDIA IIX APPENDIX III

PRINCIPAL OFFICIALS

RESPONSIBLE FOF ADMINISTERING

ACTIVITIES DISCUSSED IN THIS REPORT

Tenure of office

A To
ADMINISTRATOR, GENERAL
SERVICES ADMINISTRATION:

Robert T. Griffin (acting) Feb. 1977 Present
Jack Eckerd Nov. 1975 Feb. 1977
Dwight A. Ink (acting) Oct. 1975 Nov. 1975
Arthur F. Sampson June 1972 Oct. 1975
Rod Kreger (acting) Jan. 1972 June 1972
Robert L. Kunzig Mar. 1969 Jan. 1972
Lawson B. Knott a/June 1365 Mar. 1963

a/Before 1966, the razemployment leave program was administered
by the Bureau of he Budget.
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